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c m m d  than school teachers are about the writing abilities offishmen 

A Perception Gap Over Students' Preparation 
By ALVIN I! SANOFF 

A OJLLEOE FACULTY MEMBW~ about the bigh+dd 
gmhmbs coming into their classes: Many will 
tall you that students are ill prepared for the 

demands of higher education. Ask publichigh-sehml 
teachers the same quastion While they acknowledge 
student shortcomings, their m e r s  will be more pan- 
tive. 

That's what Th Chronzcle found in mmpamon na- 
tional survey& one of college faculty members and one 
of high-sehool teachers. In parti&, profaasom and 
teachers differ signi6csntly in their aaseswnents of stu- 
dents' writing ability. Forty-four percent of faculty 
members say students are not well prepared for college 
level writing, a view held by only 10 pereent of teach- 
ers. Just 6 percent of pmfaasors view students as very 
well-prepared writers, compared with 36 percent of 
teachers who see them that way 

There IS also a large gap in view of mathemtiea 
readiness. Thirty-two percent of faculty members say 
students are not well prepared in math, a judgment 
shared by 9 percent of teachers. Conversely, 37 pereent 
of tachera say students are very well prepared in 
math, compared with only 4 percent of faculty mem- 
bers. 

The surveys, deeipmi to compare the vim of col- 
lege faculty mwhers with those of high-sehwl teach- 
ers, were mnduded for The Chronlde by Maguire As- 
sodates, a Boston-area research and wnaulting compa- 
ny that a h  analyzed the results. The 6ndinga are 
likely to add fuel to a growing debate over whether stu- 
dents graduate hnm secondary sehwls prepared for the 
rigors of college. 
Asked ahout students' overall preparation for college, 

84 percent of h d t y  memLwxs+nm@ mth 65 
percent of teache-y that high-sehwl graduates 
are either unprepared or are only somewhat well pre- 
pared to pursue a college degree. h o s t  one-fourth of 
faculty members say flatly that students ara not pre- 

Conversely, more than twice the proportion of teach- 
ers as compared with hculty mem-6 versus 15 
percen-y that students are either very or extremely 
well prepam% Teachers at sehoois where the propr- 
tion of low-income studeuts IS 10 percent or below are 
muat likely to hold a psitive vim 
When asked about students' abfities and attitudes in 

eeveral a+ areaa, faculty members say that stu- 
dents are inadequate wntera, have trouble understand- 
inp =cult materials, fall short in knowledge of xi-  
ence and math, have p r  study habits, and lack moti- 
vation. A profaasor in the Boeial scienm at a public 
university in Louisiana who responded to the ~urvey 

wmplains that "students don't know how to study, how 
to organize and retain the information, or how to apply 
it." 

Many of the faculty members who are particnlarly 
troubled by shortcomings in writing volunteered mm- 
ments about their wueerns. Typical is an English 
pmfessor at a public university in Pennaylvaniia: "In 
composition, students are usually unaware of what 
it takes to write even a four- to five-page esaay every 
two or three weeks. One reawn is that they are not 
asked to write in quantity for high4001 English 
d~a~e8." 

A social-science profaasor at a public university in 
W o r n i s  says that there is a need for "writing, wriwrit- 
ing, and more writing. Written preparation, at least in 
my school, is the weakest link" 

Indeed, professors are much more likely than their 
high-school counterparts to require a -cant 
amount of writing in their k. More than 70 ps- 
cent expect students to at least &onally write pa- 
pers of more than five pages. That is true of just 39 per- 
cent of high-sehwl teachers. Sixty-one percent of teach- 
ers never ask students to write papers of more than five 
pages. That le true of only 28 percent of faculty mem- 
bers. 

four percent of high-sehwl teachers in the social sa- 
e n m  and btory never require papers of more than 
five pages, as compared with just 13 percent of faculty 
members in those academic areas. Twenty-five percent 
of En@ teachers never assign longer papera, as 
compared with just 6 percent of their college wunter- 
parts. 

A much smaller gap appears when it comes to short. 
er writing a&mnents. More than 80 percent of both 
mllege and high-sehool inshucbrs require papera of 
one to five pages fmm time to time, and 40 percent of 
faculty members and 33 percent of teachere assign 
short papers at least a few times a month. 

Unlike faculty memhers, teachers feel that students 
are fairy well prepared in writing, soence, and math. 
But they agree with faculty critieiam of students' study 
habits and motivation. "I see more and mom students 
who expect a high grade for a minimal amount of 
work," says an English teacher in Ohio. And a numher 
of teachem fault parents. A science teacher in Colorado 
complains that "parents require tw little and do not 
supervise study habits." 

I w THE ARENA of mllege admiss~ons, which is fraught 
mth stories of students faung steeper and ateper 
competition at the most selective institutions, half 

the h d t y  members say their institutions have, in fact, 
become more selective in admiasions. @ d t y  members 
at uonsedarian pnvate instatutions are the most likely 
to hold that view.) 
Despite that, many faculty members feel that today's 

students are not as well prepared as their wnntmparta 
of 10 years ago. An English pmf~~60r at a public uni- 
versity in Ohio says that "when I give reading quieza, 
they frequently wmplain that the questions are too dif- 
ficult. Several years ago, students were more likely to 
say that the quizzes were too essg.'' 

The observations of an engineering profaasor at a 
pared Just 12 percent of teachers agree with that as- FWieularly large gaps were apparent in assignments public institution in North Camlina might explain the 
sessment. in EugJiah and in the social 8ciences and W r y .  Fifty- Continued on Page I4 
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basic math, English, 
phy& and natural 
sciences, and g m a l  
l i k a l  arts-should t 
taught at the high-schuuc 
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teach akgree-spec@ 
course work oalg sim 
lur to Europe. We sper 
too much t i w  teachiny 
s t h k  basic shills that 
1 learned bdm t, 
eighth grade." 
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seetning amtradktion between higher admission stand- 
ards and lasser student preparation. She says her stu- 
dents GIU into two distinot gmups: "eager, well pre- 
pared, and hardworking, and duelem with terrible 
study hahits and low motmation. The gap hetween the 
t w o ~ p ~ i a ~ w i n g . "  

Comparison of the two Chronicle m e y a  also re 
& . W h e n i t c o m e a t o h ~ 6 5 p e r c e n t o f f a a  
ulCy me& and 66 percent of techem say students 
do lees than they would like them to do. Forty-eight 
percent ofkulty membe-mmpsnd with 17 percent 
ofh&m-eq&studentamtheirmurseetodosir 
or more houra of homework weekly The majority of 
high-sehool t e a c h e r 4  pement-eqwt ddents  to 
do three to five h o w  of homework a week, while 28 
percent expect e m  to two hours. "Most of my Btudents 
have a dojuat-enough-to-get-by mentality," says an 
English tea&= in Term-. "1 don't adgn home- 
work betawe I will never get it back." 

~Whenaskedabont revie-wing meterial in 
clesq h d t y  members and teach- say that a lot of 
their time ia apent going over work that students 
should have learned earlier. More than half the teach- 
ers and almost omtbird of the h d t y  membern spend 
more than 21 percent of elaas time doing that. A math- 
emntica p d m r  at a publie univer~ity in Georgia wm- 
plains that &dents "errpeet to forget what they 
learn-it'e enough to just mt the grade." 

When evaluating high-stales taata, both 
gmups are uncertain about their impact and tmMnexa 
Many ataiea have turned to such exams to comply with 

the federal No Child Left Behind law. But a phualty of 
faculty members, 45 percent, fed the tests have no im- 
pact on students' ppatdnw, while 29 percent say 
they have a slight or abtantial positive impact, and 26 
percent say they have a slight or abtantial negative 
impact. Asbed for their lwel of agwment with the 
statement that "nigh mres on the tests in&& that a 
student is weU prepared for wUege," b i g h d w l  teach- 
ers wme down Squarely in the middle, neither agreeing 
nor dwgmeuq. 

As to their views on whether SAT, ACT and Ad- 
vaneed Placement tests are reliable indicator8 of stu- 
dent mdhess  for wUege work, faculty members and 
teachers tend to agree that there is a d a t i d p  be- 
tween test smres and student prqamiae88. Faculty 
members, however, are substantially less Witive than 
theteachemthatpaasingmreaonAPtestseiBnify 
that students atn do wUege-!eveJ work "I'd like to we 
advmced-pbent  m B B 8  eliminated," IXlF an Ene  
lish professor at a private univdty  in C o l d .  "'llq 
foster a false ~ n s e  of prepadne88 when they are not 
equivalent to college-lwel work" 
m When asLed whefhe thg. understand very 

well what's reqnked for atdents b mux@ed in 
mUege, mare than tw&hda of the teachem say they 
da-emlUlougb&11percent@a!fthatcollegesare 
v e r y d i n m a l d n g a c a d e m i e W d e a r  
to them. An even lower pmportion of h d t y  mem- 
b e 6  percent-believe their in@tutions are very 
successful in making ademic exp&&ions dear to 
higb-dool teachteechera Con&tent with that, 37 percent 
of h d t y  members say that public seoondarg sehmla 
fail to ackqmtely convey to students what wlleges ex- 

paetofthemac¶demicall~and6Opscentsayachmls 
mnvey that information ally wmewbat well. 

Over all, both teachern and h d t y  membew agree on . . 
an urgent need for better armmumahon and 
interaction among high achooIs and mllegea. 
"I think wUeges need to Btart listdw to high- 

sehwlteachersmorethanjuatdi~whattheyex- 
pect fmm b i g h d w l  students," says a prof- in the 
seienees at a public u n i b t y  in Ibois.  

AnEnglish~erinRhodeI6landsaysthat"the 
only way we as teachew know what is going an in col- 
leges anoss the state is when former 8tudenta m e  
backtovisitusandtelloftheirexperienw." 

Both groups also offer ideas on how to improve the 
atstus quo. A mathematies tea&er in Califmnia 8ug- 

ge%ts developing a mentor pmgram tbmu€#~ which see- 
owbry-echool ddents learn from unde&* 
whatWilIhelpth&mthemsuoceedacademieanyin*~ 
that interest them. An Eughh p m f m r  at a public 
univm&y in Maeachwetta pmposes that faculty mem- 
hen, attend parent-teseher-&tion meetinga in 
bigh schools to streas the Lnporta.n(z of g w d  writing 
and math aldlls, white an Ensjjsh teacher in California 
d d  like to see mllegea offer writing seminars for 
high&l &data  

CLearly, faculty. members and te&m feel sbrongly 
ebouthowwellpreparedtcday'sstudenbarefor~. 
One i d h t i o m  More than ~~ of both gmup 
tooktimetoofferammentsthatgowell~dthe 
questions asked in the sunegs. Refleetiog the views of a 
numberof~ta,asdenoeteacherinNorthCar- 
olina saya that, for &dents to be better pnparad, "the 
entire edudion mmmurdty needs to work tog&he~'' 
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